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Abstract (written November 2005):  This preface was written at the invitation of the editors for a volume 
recording the proceedings of a conference on the future of fauna in western New South Wales.  The 
preface laments the extent to which a combination of overgrazing and feral animals will dictate the faunal 
future of the region, notes with sadness and frustration that no action followed the identification of the 
extent of misuse of the land in this area by the Royal Commission of 1901, and asserts that unless there 
can be an alignment between ecological benefit and economic reward the future looks exceedingly bleak.   
The paper also exhorts biologists to take an active, not passive role.  
 
Preface 
 
 
MATCHING ECONOMIC AND 
CONSERVATION GOALS 
What will be the future of native fauna in western New South Wales, or anywhere in Australia for that 
matter? The future is likely to be a product of the trends we can see now. The trends over the last 200 
years have been changes in habitats as a consequence, particularly, of sheep and cattle grazing, and 
changes wrought by feral animals. The result has been reduction of the numbers and ranges of many 
species, the extinction of some species, and an increase in the numbers and ranges of some. 
We take it for granted that these changes are undesirable. We lament the loss of native species. But 
what should be the goal of the "managers"? Is the goal to manage Australia's non-urban land as 
productively as possible in order to maximize the human population? Should we be managing the 
rangelands as a monoculture of whatever cropping/grazing activity gives the highest benefit for human 
food production at the lowest financial cost. Are the fragments of "natural" habitat and the wildlife 
which depend on them a luxury we cannot afford? To listen to economists and, too often, our politicians, 
one would think that these are the goals, as they preach about the need for continued growth, and talk 
about Australia being "under populated". Should we be striving for maximum carrying capacity? What 
should be the goals? 
The conservation ethic is one that, to some extent, does define a goal, and it is a goal which implies 
a need for accepting a human population which is well below a theoretical maximum in order to 
preserve natural ecosystems. As far as the future of a fauna is concerned, the conservation ethic defines 
a goal in which the rate of extinction is not accelerated as a consequence of human activity. The 
implication is that we do not want a country, or a world, where only those things recognizable as being 
useful to humans directly, in a material way, are valued. This ethic recognizes the position of humans as 
part of a complex biosystem, and our reliance upon that complexity. 
If that is an acceptable goal, then we have identified strategic goals as far as the future of fauna in 
western New South Wales is concerned - repair and restoration. These involve reversing those processes 
which are now having significant impacts on the fauna: land degradation by high grazing pressures, feral 
animals (as predators and as additional grazing pressure), unreasonably high expectations about water 
availability for cropping, and thoughtless/shortsighted use of pesticides and other chemical abuse of the 
land. 
The worry is that nothing dramatic is likely to happen unless it is desirable economically, as well 
as philosophically. What we need is self-interest-driven behaviour which meets the conservation goal. 
This is why I advocate regarding kangaroos as a resource instead of a pest. While it is easy to 
identify the role of overgrazing by domestic stock as an agent of land degradation, it is a lot more 
difficult to get anybody to do anything about it. Advisory stocking rates and the availability of punitive 
destocking orders have failed to reduce overgrazing. So we need a radical rethink about the way 
rangelands are used. Rehabilitation of rangelands will not occur unless total grazing pressure is reduced. 
What are the options? Reduce the kangaroos? That has been the traditional approach, and it has failed. 
Reduce the sheep? Much easier to reduce the sheep; just avoid restocking after the next drought. And no 
conservationist will complain, either. But to do that requires putting a value on kangaroos, requires the 
recognition that kangaroo meat has the potential for high prices and that it is only prejudice and lack of 
information that keeps the prices low. Imagine what a turn around in attitudes we would see if kangaroos 
yielded more return to graziers than sheep. Is this such an unlikely prospect? Estimates by game meat 
industry representatives in Queensland suggest that if all of Queensland's present kangaroo quota were used, 
for human consumption (most of it is now used for skins only), there would be a $125 million dollar industry, 
compared with a sheep industry currently worth $160 million. And that is without increasing the harvest. If 
those figures were extrapolated Australia wide, the industry would be worth about $500 million. 
This course of action represents an opportunity for management to repair habitat instead of continuing 
down the path of habitat degradation. A consequence would be regrowth of much vegetation with all the 
prospects that holds for increases in wildlife populations in both numbers and distribution and, very likely, 
increased opportunities for successful reintroductions. Work on feral animal control is very much on the 
national agenda at present and is, of course, a necessary part of any process which encourages the 
reintroduction of fauna. 
The idea of reducing total grazing pressure by reducing sheep and replacing their economic value by a 
high value kangaroo resource is, of course, a particularly good example of possible conservation gains from 
exploitation of a wildlife species. But every species does not have to be of economic value to be "saved". 
Thus, the value of kangaroos as an alternative to sheep has spin-offs for the many species which will benefit 
from a repaired ecosystem. As another example, economic gains from tourism plus the harvest of crocodiles 
and magpie geese in the Northern Territory may give wetlands sufficient value for them to be conserved out 
of economic self interest. Thus the wetland habitat may be conserved in its whole biological complexity. We 
need to think constructively. 
In my view there is no segment of the Australian population (or the world population) better qualified 
than biologists to have a say in "the way the world should be". Unfortunately, there is not a tradition of being 
asked, nor is there a tradition of speaking out. 
Even more sadly, many non-university biologists are Prevented from playing a role in public affairs 
because their jobs, as public servants, prohibit them. This is where participation by scientists in NGOs and, 
particularly, the scientifically-oriented societies such as The Royal Zoological Society of NSW, is so 
valuable. Such organizations can pick up issues and explore them, through conference activity and through 
publication. This conference proceedings volume is one example, and one in a long series of publications 
which have flowed from the RZS conferences at which biologists and others have had the opportunity to 
work together and give a considered response on important issues. 
The inhibition on scientists speaking out from within their workplace is getting worse. Some of our 
supposedly "forefront" national research organizations are now obliged to seek outside funding for their 
research activities, and the funds often come from industries with a strong vested interest in the decisions 
made about land management and conservation issues. 
Is a researcher funded by the wool industry, for example, likely to suggest an alternative to sheep? Is a 
researcher funded by a chemical company likely to be seen on national television discussing the effects of 
pesticides on wildlife? Is a scientist funded by the timber industry likely to be part of a campaign against 
wood-chipping? 
Australia is at a crossroads. The damage that has been done to the land and its fauna and flora by 
grazing, feral exotics and other forms of misuse is now recognized. We now know not only that our resources 
are limited but we also know that we can do something about it. But whether we will or not is another 
question. The future of wildlife in the west of New South Wales, as elsewhere in Australia, will be the 
endpoint suggested by the present trends unless something dramatic happens. I think that biologists have a 
clear responsibility to try to identify that dramatic something and to make it happen and, in a search for 
mechanism, we should remember the potential benefits of matching between conservation and economic 
gains. 
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